
 
 

 

 

Announcing: The November ‘22 Health Care Hero Award 
Recipient: 

Charlotte Norris 
by Mariah Plante - WVAHC Story Collection Coordinator 

West Virginians for Affordable Health Care is pleased 
to announce that Charlotte Norris has been chosen as 
the recipient of the first quarterly West Virginia 
Health Care Hero Award, in recognition of her 
outstanding contributions to the health and wellness of 
her local community in Berkeley County, WV.  

Charlotte Norris wears many hats: community organizer, 
development and fundraising guru, board member to 
multiple nonprofit organizations, and outreach minister and 
trustee of her church. Throughout her career she has served 
organizations including March of Dimes, Girl Scouts of the 

United States of America, the American Red Cross, Eastern WV Community Foundation, and United 
Way of the Eastern Panhandle--to name a few.  

In each of these roles, Charlotte Norris shines as a “collector and connector” of people; able to identify 
the humanitarian needs of her community in Berkeley County, while simultaneously zeroing-in on the 
potential strengths of individuals, then plugging them into opportunities for service where they can make 
a difference.  

When I spoke with her over zoom a few weeks ago, Norris explained her approach to organizing is a part 
of her personal ministry:  
I get to see what the needs are in the community and connect to a lot of different people and 
organizations, so I’ve always looked at how people can be resources....I believe in not duplicating 
[work], but looking at how people can collaborate and work together. 

Growing up in Kansas, Norris says she was drawn to community service from an early age. She also 
credits professional development opportunities during her senior year in high school for giving her an 
outlet to develop her interest in community organizing. 

In 1990, she made a temporary but serendipitous move to West Virginia while working for Girl Scouts of 
the United States of America. She later returned in 1995 to resettle in her husband’s native-Berkeley 
County, where they raised two daughters. Together they serve their community through several health 
care, education, and food-related initiatives, and as active members of their church’s ministry. 



The church her family attends, (in addition to being the oldest African American Baptist Church in the 
state) has a congregation full of other West Virginia-transplants like herself, who have come from away 
and chosen to make their lives here. When you speak to her, Norris’s pride in her adopted home is 
palpable: 

That's one thing I love about being in West Virginia: being part of the South Berkeley family. It's just a 
very close knit community and they do a lot to support the community Our church is located in a 
downtown Martinsburg neighborhood that also has a Title-1 school next door to us.  

Our church is in what's considered a “food desert.” So I’m also involved in a lot of food related 
initiatives.  

Food deserts are areas that have limited access to affordable, nutritious foods like fresh fruits and 
vegetables. They are common in many pockets of the United States, and found often in rural, low-income, 
and minority communities where distance, cost, lack of transportation, and other socio-economic factors 
make it difficult and time consuming to access supermarkets and prepare healthy meals.  

A few years ago Norris began taking steps to combat food insecurity in her area head-on, when she 
learned the school in her neighborhood would no longer provide a summer education program, nor would 
they operate the annual summer feeding program that served meals to students over the break. This 
created a sudden and pressing need to feed the children in her community, many of whom come from low 
income households.  

Norris and fellow ministry volunteers teamed up with another faith-led organization, Combined 
Community Ministries, to distribute “Kidz Power Packs” to the students at Burke Street Elementary 
School.  

They didn't have summer school, which, for this community means that no meals are being served. So 
that was one of the first outreach opportunities that we did as a church. We used volunteers from the 
church, the community, and local businesses to provide programming as well as meals.  

Over the years the ministry has joined forces with other community organizations on similar food-related 
initiatives, including planting a community garden and tackling the ambitious task of reviving the 
Martinsburg Farmers Market--both significant steps toward eliminating food insecurity in the Eastern 
Panhandle.  

There's always a lot of good going on in the community. Being able to access it is sometimes the 
challenge….Whether it’s transportation, work schedules that don't line up, whatever the issue might be--I 
just try to look at ways to be creative and work across different organizations to make that happen.  

Her knack for strategy helps Norris spend energy and resources effectively. Being able to collaborate and 
adapt as needs change is also key.  

Her mission pivoted yet again when she was called to respond to the impacts of COVID-19 in Berkeley 
County by Reverend James Patterson and the Partnership of African-American Churches. Together they 
worked to address gaps in access to COVID-19 testing and vaccinations within the African American 
community in the Eastern Panhandle. “We found that there were people who desperately wanted to get 
vaccinated early on, but were not for whatever reason getting called back or understanding how to access 
appointments,” Norris recalls.  

One obstacle revealed was difficulty had by many elderly parishioners while trying to navigate automated 
phone systems and online portals for their vaccines. In response, Charlotte coordinated with other church 
leaders and staff to contact people personally and guide them through the process, often inputting patient 



information herself to secure their appointments. The work during those months was very “hands on,” she 
says. “We were trying to make sure that people knew and could navigate the process.”  

Norris then began organizing site-specific vaccine clinics throughout the Eastern Panhandle to 
accommodate as many people as possible, for as long as they had supplies. These events turned out to be 
a major success in boosting vaccination rates--likely saving hundreds, potentially thousands of lives in 
West Virginia.  

During our conversation, we often circled back to the topic of representation in health care, particularly as 
a means of improving access for immigrant communities, Spanish-speakers, and African Americans. 
Lack of representation amongst health care providers can sometimes contribute to medical hesitation in 
patients or a lack of awareness of services available. Norris points out that sharing a cultural similarity 
with one’s doctor can help a person overcome those obstacles. “There's biases in healthcare that we need 
to address,” she cautions. “It's really important for people to see people that look like themselves when 
they go to seek medical attention.”  

When asked what we can do to promote racial equity and representation in health care, Norris says the 
work must begin with educating the next generation, fostering their success, providing opportunities for 
growth, and encouraging them to pursue health science and technology careers in West Virginia: 

I think medical students need to have a broad range of experiences. So we have to create that pipeline of 
young people going into those health science fields….and provide those educational opportunities, 
particularly for med students.  

One such education initiative Charlotte has been involved with specifically targets young people who 
show an aptitude for math and science. It guarantees them a university tuition waiver for participating 
during all four years of high school. Recently, she encountered the results of this program face-to-face 
when she learned that her grandchild’s pediatrician is a product of that very program.  

My final question for Charlotte Norris was this: 

What advice would you give to a young person who’s interested in pursuing a career in community 
organizing or advocacy? 

I would say to find that thing that you are passionate about and, and whatever it is, there's probably an 
organization, there’s an opportunity for you to volunteer. People are always welcoming to someone that's 
energetic and willing to work. But it has to be something that you're passionate about.  

Charlotte also recommends young people to seek out opportunities to discover that passion if they haven’t 
already. AmeriCorps’ year-round or summer VISTA program, the Peace Corps, and Teach for America 
all match young volunteers with compatible service needs near and far.  

There's just so much that can come from those opportunities when young people have that and to provide 
service back to the community. All of those kinds of programs are important to the next generation. 

 

 


